It is a great pleasure for me to speak on behalf of the United Nations at this opening session of the Second World Congress of your organization. Your Congress takes place at a time when it appears that the Member Governments of the United Nations are giving increased attention to the problems that disabled persons are facing in the communities in which they live. The Governments are also showing signs of willingness to take action in order to solve those problems.
I base this assumption on the fact that in the last two sessions of the United Nations General Assembly, in 1975 and 1976 , the representatives of Member Governments have adopted important resolutions concerning disabled persons. In 1975 the Assembly proclaimed the Declaration on the Rights of Disabled Persons and in 1976 it proclaimed the year 1981 as International
Year for Disabled Persons.
We fully recognize that these actions alone do not render the life of disabled persons any better than it has been. But I am convinced that with the efforts which the United Nations, its specialized agencies concerned and a great number of non-governmental organizations are presently undertaking and, it is hoped, will undertake in order to implement those resolutions, at least some improvements are bound to take place. I am referring, in particular, to conditions in developing countries, in many of which rehabilitation services, including the provision of orthotic and prosthetic appliances, are still extremely limited and reach but a minor part of the disabled population.
' I believe it is widely recognized that for many physically disabled persons, the provision of an orthotic or prosthetic appliance is one of the most important elements of the total rehabilitation process. For many of them, such appliances, provided they are well fitting and made to meet each one's specific needs, may restore their mobility and enable them to look for a proper place in the community. I do not claim any specific knowledge of this field but it is obvious even for a lay person how important a phase the regaining of mobility is. Accordingly, the work that is done to make this happen, that is the design, preparation, production and fitting of orthotic and prosthetic appliances as well as all the other related work, must be of equal importance.
The United Nations has been involved during the past 25 years or so with the development of orthotic/prosthetic services although the limited resources that have been available to us for this purpose have kept that involvement at a much lower level than we in the Secretariat would have wished it to be. In this effort, we have enjoyed the technical support and co-operation of your organization as well as its predecessor, the International Committee on Prosthetics and Orthotics and I only wish that close co-operation between our organizations will be maintained in the future. As you will hear more of our specific activities in this field later during your Congress I will not go into details now.
Instead, I should like to use this opportunity to draw your attention to some of the issues of more general nature related to technical assistance activities. As you may know, the United Nations social and economic activities, including those in the field of orthotics and prosthetics, are mainly aimed at assisting the developing countries to meet the basic needs of their populations. Within this framework efforts are also being made to help Governments to establish and improve the services rendered for disabled persons. It is well known that despite all the efforts that have been made by the international community, multilaterally and bilaterally, in the social and economic fields in general, the fact remains that the gap in standards of living between the industrial and the developing countries is continuously broadening. Obviously the same applies to the levels of service to disabled persons in these two groups of countries. It has become obvious that some of the methods used in the past in assisting developing countries may not have been the right ones and that what is found to be good and desirable in this and other industrialized countries may not be relevant to the conditions in many of the developing countries.
In recent years, the United Nations and'the specialized agencies concerned (ILO, WHO and UNESCO) as well as some of the interested nongovernmental organizations have been reevaluating these past efforts of assisting developing countries in the field of rehabilitation. It has been recognized that the necessary resources simply are not available to help most of the developing countries establish the same kind of rehabilitation programmes that have been created during the last 30 years in industrialized countries and that require a considerable number of highly specialized personnel, sophisticated equipment and expensive institutions. It has been suggested that alternative ways should be sought for rehabilitating disabled persons in developing countries which those countries could afford and manage and which would be relevant to their needs and resources. This applies also to the provision of assistance to orthotic/prosthetic services. Some of these services which have been established during the past 20 years with the help of foreign assistance obviously are functioning well and providing the services that are expected from them. Other efforts may have been less successful and, no doubt, complete failures can also be found. It would be useful. I believe, to carry out a thorough evaluation of some of the past technical assistance projects in this field in order to determine whether the advice that has been rendered has been relevant to the needs and resources of the countries concerned, whether the advice has been heeded and, if so, with what results. Maybe, this body or your organization should give specific attention to this matter and help us, as well as other organizations that provide technical assistance in this field to design thk most appropriate methods for this assistance -methods that would result in the establish-ment of services covering the maximum number of disabled persons that need those services at the lowest possible expense.
I have been speaking to you about the relationship of orthotic/prosthetic questions to the work of the United Nations Centre for Social Development and Humanitarian Affairs where rehabilitation matters, among other social issues, are a regular part of our work. You may also be interested in knowing about the United Nations activities concerning the application of advances of science and technology in the developing countries. A major United Nations conference on this subject will be organized in 1979 to explore how science and technology can contribute to the economic and social development of developing countries. It will seek, among other things, concrete decisions on ways of applying science and technology in establishing a new international economic order. I would assume that some of the principles to be discussed in this conference may be of particular interest to your organization and to 'your membership and that you might want to find out whether the question of transferring the benefits of technological advances in orthotics and prosthetics to developing countries could be related to the subjects to be dealt with within the framework of the United Nations activities in science and technology. In the Centre for Social Development and Humanitarian Affairs, we deal with social aspects of rehabilitation as well as of orthotics and prosthetics. Technological and scientific questions are handled by the Office for Science and Technology of the United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs.
Finally, I should like to use this opportunity of expressing our heartfelt thanks to your organization for the co-operation and technical advice extended to us in connection with several United Nations training courses and urge you to give special attention to the goals and objectives of the International Year for Disabled Persons 1981 in your work programmes for the next few years.
